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Relative Justice: Indigenous Families in Australian Lifestyle Media 
 
Abstract 
 
 
This paper argues that the increasing visibility of Indigenous families in the 
mainstream Australian media over the past ten years has produced new opportunities 
for addressing national injustices of the Stolen Generations.  It shows how, as certain 
celebrities like Ernie Dingo, Nova Peris and Cathy Freeman, have become popular 
household names, a concurrent public interest in their family backgrounds has grown.  
Descriptive accounts of relationships and shared histories – propelled by the 
expansion of the lifestyle television genre in this context – has enabled some stories of 
the ‘Stolen Generations’ to be seen as ‘ordinary’, and part of a broader sense of 
everyday Australian life for the first time.  With the aid of recent sexual citizenship 
research, the article illustrates that such middle-class representations give voice to 
new embodiments of citizenship in the post-apology era, making Indigenous justice 
more subjectively interconnected with life in the white Australian public sphere. 
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Introduction 
 
Can you imagine being eight years old and being taken away from 
your mother? 
Can you imagine walking past your child or your mother in the street 
and not being allowed to talk to them? 
Can you imagine people coming into your home, burning it down and 
destroying everything? 
Can you imagine somebody poisoning the water in your taps to try to 
kill you? 
This is what happened to my people. 
All this pain inspires me.  I want to be a freedom fighter (Freeman & 
Gullan, 2003, p. 256). 
 
The above quote is from Cathy Freeman’s autobiography, and describes the author’s 
anguish when finding out her grandmother was taken away from her family.  Personal 
feelings of loss for a loved one evoke sympathy, yet public outrage at this very unjust 
sense of history is only now beginning to gain recognition in mainstream Australian 
media.  Freeman continues to explain why last year’s long-overdue national apology 
to Indigenous Australians was important in that respect – ‘I’ll never know who my 
grandfather was or who my great-grandmother was.  That hurts, and the pain is very 
strong’ (257).  Likewise, when Nova Peris (Denton, 2003) tells Andrew Denton that 
her grandmother, ‘Nanna Peris’, was taken away from her mother at the age of two, 
and sent to a homestead by the department of Native Affairs because one of her 
parents was white, the deep sense of distrust felt towards Aboriginal family life in 
white society is communicated.  Peris speaks of her great grandmother’s attempts to 
evade the police by rubbing charcoal on her face to make her appearance ‘Blacker’; 
the unspoken ‘racial’ dynamics of Australia’s history is made clear.  These publically 
mass-mediated stories cut to the heart of community definitions of family, for the 
‘Stolen Generations’ in Australia. 
 It is only within the last 10 years, however, that Indigenous family lives have 
started to be seen as ‘ordinary’ within the mainstream.  Recent academic accounts 
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show that small but significant shifts have occurred in the media representation of 
Indigenous people in other areas – most notably in fictional, ‘feminized’ images such 
as soap and drama narratives (King, 2009), but also through the lives of celebrities 
(McKee, 1997a, 1997b; Turner, Bonner, & Marshall, 2004).  Though much more 
needs to be done, in particular in news and current affairs programs (see Hartley & 
McKee, 2000; Mickler, 1998a), changes in ‘softer’ media genres can be understood as 
part of a broader responsiveness by media producers to engage with reconciliation, a 
movement given rising levels of exposure since the Reconciliation Act in 1992.   
Though representations of ordinary Indigenous families have been particularly scarce 
in the mediasphere, what makes their appearance even more unusual is their distinctly 
‘middle class’ characteristics.  This radically differentiates them from more 
traditional, outback popular representations, where Indigenous citizens were removed 
from everyday suburban life and its politics.  Furthermore, these emerging identities 
are permitted to speak about their family histories and cultural backgrounds in 
contexts which make them more integral to ordinary white lives and experiences.  As 
accounts of middle-class lives, their narratives raise important questions about the 
place of Indigenous citizenship and justice within mainstream Australian culture.  
This paper argues that for reconciliation and the national apology to the Stolen 
Generations to become more meaningful, a proliferation of such ‘ordinary’ family 
narratives are necessary. 
 
Citizenship, Commercialisation and ‘The Family’ 
 
There is a wealth of academic literature written about Indigenous rights in 
Australia (Attwood & Markus, 1999; Chesterman & Galligan, 1997) and 
internationally (Havemann, 1999; Lenzerini, 2008; Xanthaki, 2007), and also about 
Aboriginal Sovereignty (Mickler, 1998a; Reynolds, 1996).  A large body of historical 
work illustrates the non-acceptability of Indigenous/non-Indigenous relationships in 
the Australian public sphere (R. Evans, 1982; Saunders & Evans, 1992), but so far 
little has been written about particular of family lives – either in their extended or 
nuclear forms.  Furthermore, these approaches to Indigenous representation and 
citizenship focus on formal and legislative components, leaving little room to explore 
popular cultural embodiments.  Indeed this is understandable, given the broader range 
of literature which has approached citizenship and commercial representations as 
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problematic (see, for instance, Dahlgren, 1995; Murdoch, 1999).  Similar perspectives 
exist within cultural studies, in the analysis of MTV videos (Hayward, 1993; Mitchell, 
1992) and television commercials (Martin, 1993).  There is an underlying view in 
these approaches that Indigenous people are vulnerable to misrepresentation by more 
powerful industry gatekeepers.  As these sources do not explore alternative, less 
‘exploitative’, forms of representation, it remains difficult to imagine how – or, 
indeed if – change at the cultural level is possible.  In his analysis of 
commercialisation in The Public Sphere, McKee (2005, pp. 66-104) suggests that 
dominant media studies approaches to citizenship place an undue emphasis upon 
economics as a sole determiner of culture.  Arguments proceed from a Marxist 
tradition, which maintain scepticism about the level of civic participation available to 
individuals within the public sphere, a domain characterised by large, abstract 
corporations (78-79).  Critiques of citizenship and popular culture thus focus on 
important issues of power and oppression, but emphasize political and economic – 
rather than cultural – modes of understanding.1  To examine cultural media 
embodiments of Indigenous families, it’s necessary to look elsewhere for critical ideas 
about citizenship. 
The importance of public representations of ‘the family’ to the cultural 
citizenship of particular groups in society has been highlighted through feminist and 
queer theory.  Research has emphasised the connection between personal sexual 
citizenship and public construction of family life.  Feminism, for instance, gained 
women important social and political rights by showing how the public/private (and 
thus family/individual) binary is itself a sexualised, male construction.  Other writers 
similarly point to how social relationships develop across all aspects of daily life, 
particularly within the domestic realm where notions of sex and intimacy are aligned 
with a particularly heterosexual, somewhat ‘sacred’ femininity (Berlant, 2000).   
Queer theorists have argued that representations of sexuality are an important 
part of mainstream media, and convey information about who we, as a community –
sexy and sexualised identities are those we are likely accept into our personal lives, 
those we can trust, respect and build meaningful relationships with.  From a sexual 
citizenship perspective, intimate representations such as those of childrearing, nappy 
                                                 
1 Mark Gibson (2001) likewise illustrates how cultural studies – since the uptake of Marxism and 
identity politics in the 1970s – have tended to focus on issues of oppression, and in the process have 
reified notions of power, rather than critique them. 
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changing and kissing, for instance, convey important information about how we 
imagine our virtual communities, as well as trusted partners.  This very personal 
aspect of sexual citizenship has been taken up elsewhere by Lauren Berlant who, 
among other things, describes how public debates over pornography, birth-control and 
childrearing are almost inevitably forged over heterosexual notions of family, 
marriage and friendship.  Such issues circumscribe ‘a world of public intimacy’ where 
childhood and infancy evoke the sanctity of American citizenship; paradoxically, 
children symbolise the non-threatening and non-sexual ideal of citizenship, one which 
‘all patriots must gallantly defend’ (Berlant, 1997).  Sexual representations can form a 
basis upon which to exclude particular identities from public visibility, and social 
policy. 
In the public sphere, family structures are valued and treated as commitments of 
love and respect, based upon sexual relationships between consenting partners.  As 
kinship arrangements, nuclear families are seen to exist at the intersection between 
public and private spheres (Mahajan & Reifeld, 2003), and are thus central to the 
construction of the sexual citizen.  In the commercial mediasphere, as Evans (1993) 
famously stated, sexual citizenship is an affirmation of peoples’ rights to act as 
‘consumers of sexual and sexualised commodities’.  Though the stated subject matter 
in queer theory has been gay and lesbian individuals, the theory’s application to other 
minority groups and individuals in society can be made.  In this way, Bell and Binnie 
(2000) argue that the ‘foundational tenets of being a citizen are all inflected by 
sexualities’, extending the argument that citizenship itself has a significantly sexual 
basis.  All citizenship claims are to some degree an affirmation or rejection of an 
identity based upon sexuality, and thus one’s right to claim ownership and belonging 
within dominant social structures, such as the nuclear family. 
In the media these family bonds are often portrayed as the pinnacle of 
ordinariness, representative of common dreams and values, such as home ownership 
and raising children.  This should not be taken as a moral judgement that alternative 
forms of sexual relationships be denied political or civil representation.   Feminist and 
queer writing has shown that the family as an institution is far from ideal; and that 
other kinds of sexual relationship can provide important forms of kinship.  It is 
important to acknowledge that, as a dominant mode of imagining the private sphere, 
the family has been central to the reproduction of ordinary enactments of citizenship 
in Australia.  In various cultural and social forms, television and magazine narratives 
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of family life often convey the most ‘acceptable’ intimate bonds of love and trust 
between individuals and communities.  In these terms, sexual citizenship is about 
having ones private and romantic relationships respected in the public sphere.   
 
Ordinariness and Race Relations 
 
To what extent, then, can Indigenous families be seen as ‘ordinary’ in the 
mediasphere?  In an earlier study I showed that film representations of Indigenous 
characters tended to portray romantic relationships as ‘fatal’; moments of romance 
were an impetus in the narrative for a character’s death (King, 2005).  Perhaps the 
most famous representation in this respect is Jedda (1955), though a number of 
equally violent successors such as The Chant of Jimmy Blacksmith (1977) and Dead 
Heart (1996) expose the same cultural anxieties towards interracial relationships.  
Blackfellas (1993) foregrounds a relatively happy Aboriginal family life, even 
claiming to be the first mainstream film to feature an all Indigenous cast.  The two 
protagonists indeed fall in love; Dougie’s ongoing trouble with the police, however, 
eventually interferes with his long-term commitments to girlfriend Polly.  Like other 
mainstream films, marriage or the possibility of a procreative Aboriginal future, is not 
scripted into the narrative.  Similarly, although recent television narratives of romance 
have started to depict characters in more ordinary ways – showing friendships, kissing 
and even sex scenes – programs are yet to include ordinary familial relationships 
(King, 2009). 
It is not until the early 1990’s, however, that a more ‘ordinary’ representation 
of Aboriginal family life can be found, with the celebrity figure of Ernie Dingo.  
Ernie’s marriage to Sally a few years earlier created limited media interest, though his 
‘Indigenous’ family background remained largely unexplored until being featured in 
the program 60 Minutes.  In this early depiction, however, it’s clear that Ernie’s 
Indigeneity prevents him from being seen as ‘ordinary’.  ‘Ernie Dingo is one of the 
rarest of Australian species – a black man who has succeeded in white man’s society’, 
the voice-over proclaims.  In this story Dingo’s tribal background is introduced – he 
was given the name ‘Oondamooroo’ after being delivered by his grandmother and 
aunt on a cattle station.  His relationship to family is also illustrated in the segment 
about his recent marriage to wife Sally.  The interviewer contemplates the strangeness 
of seeing Sally’s white face amongst Ernie’s extended Indigenous family.  ‘Apart 
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from us, you’re the only white person here’, the interviewer says.  She admits to not 
noticing, and concludes ‘it was a bit strange at first – but now it feels completely 
comfortable’.  Sally’s racial presence in this context is problematised, though the 
question of ‘whiteness’ does not enter the dialogue.  The story is framed by reference 
to Ernie’s difference as a black man, from his white wife, Sally.  But it is Sally – the 
white woman – who is asked to speak about the issue, and not any Indigenous family 
members.  The issue of ‘race’ in the family is authored by the only white family 
member, making the Indigenous family members the objects, rather than subjects, of 
this journalistic inquiry. 
Treated as an ‘issue’ by the media, it’s easy to see how the subject of ‘race’ 
may prevent Indigenous subjects from being seen as ordinary.  Studies into 
journalism, for instance, illustrate that when storylines focus on ‘Aboriginality’ as an 
issue they often circumscribe community boundaries, values which differentiate 
sharply between ‘Us’ (the audience) and ‘Them’ (the troubled individual/community).  
In this sense, whiteness studies scholars also remind us how white protagonists and 
perspectives are frequently placed at the centre of public debate and representation, 
normalising a particularly ‘white’ view of the world (Dyer, 1997).  In the above 
instance, it is Dingo’s ‘black’ family members who are viewed as different from white 
norms and identities.  The situation is made sense of, and thus normalised, by a white 
voice, that of Sally Dingo.  Discussion of Dingo’s racial identity prevents his 
extended family from being seen as ordinary, representative of everyday interests and 
concerns.  In recent representations, however, it’s clear that nuclear versions of 
Indigenous families have become more acceptable. 
 
Ordinary Families 
 
Over the past decade Cathy Freeman and Nova Peris’ families have featured in 
the Australian media as ordinary.  As such representations appear more frequently, 
they are seen to be much less differentiated by the issue of race.  In 2002 Peris gave 
birth to her second daughter Destiny, fathered by her new husband, sprinter Daniel 
Batman.  In magazines and television programs Nova’s new family has gained a great 
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deal of media interest.2  Though Cathy Freeman does not have children of her own, 
her family background also attracts a similar degree of media speculation – 
particularly since her victory celebration with her mother and brothers after the 
Olympic 400m gold medal race in Sydney.  These two contemporary figures are 
important to the presentation of Indigenous families in the mediasphere – Nova 
because she is married, and her daughter’s birth has received coverage in the media; 
and Freeman because, at various times, she openly discusses the possibility of having 
children.  This has enabled both women to speak publicly about their Indigenous 
identities, and the personal significance of giving birth to Indigenous children.  In 
these contexts, race is not insignificant, but as it is spoken about by particular 
celebrities in relation to their children, it becomes a means of making Aboriginality 
more ordinary and accessible to mainstream audiences. 
In June of 2000 Peris carried the Olympic torch with her daughter, an event 
that signalled a new interest in her life as a mother.  In a publicised tribute to her 
ancestors Nova ran her leg of the relay barefoot – her celebrated acknowledgment of 
Indigenous history was seen as a gesture of reconciliation (see, for instance, Smith, 
2000).  Children were significant in this moment as Peris was seen to run alongside 
her daughter Jessica, as well as hundreds of excitable Indigenous children too.3  
Elsewhere the image of Nova Peris as a parent is less spectacular, her relationship 
with her own children more ordinary.  In an interview on Enough Rope (Denton, 
2003) Peris speaks about the difficulty of leaving her ex-husband whilst raising 
Jessica.  Denton brings Jessica into the conversation in a more light-hearted moment – 
‘I can't believe it. She vomits every training session for all the hard work that she 
does’.  The humour of this instance incorporates Jessica into Peris’ life story, as a cute 
and cheeky young teenager.  Jessica’s life is not the subject of the interview, even her 
relationship with Nova – she is an ordinary mother, who has an extraordinary training 
regime.  Alongside her commitment to Aboriginal reconciliation, ATSIC and 
Indigenous Sovereignty, Nova’s relationship with her daughter is also rendered an 
ordinary part of her life. 
                                                 
2 Little of her first marriage was covered by the media, in part due to it being widely rumoured (and 
later confirmed) that she was in an abusive relationship. 
3 Ernie Dingo jokes about this event, linking this image of Indigenous childhood to a more domestic, 
suburban version, claiming to have trained for the run by chasing his two children around the house 
(Korporaal, 2000). 
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Media coverage of Cathy Freeman has also shown the celebrity to be a 
desirable parent which not only makes her Aboriginality ordinary, but desirable too.  
‘Cathy’s New Dream … She’d Love a Baby’, reads a front-page headline of the 
Woman’s Day magazine (October, 2000).  Although the headline draws attention to 
the prospect of a baby, the Women’s Day article ‘Running on Love’ (Lateo, 2000) 
provides a great deal of biographical information about Cathy Freeman, and her 
reasons for wanting children.  Such information is important in establishing a sense of 
familiarity and trust, which enables a favourable image of her (potential) motherhood 
to emerge.  As the story is about the possibility of creating a new family, much of 
Freeman’s personal success is attributed to her own family values, particularly her 
Aboriginal background: 
Some family members even believe that higher powers intervened for Cathy.  
At the crucial moment when Cathy neared the finish, they say the spirits of her 
beloved Nanna, stolen generation victim Alice Sibley, and dear Anne-Marie 
who died in an institution in 1990, helped guide her across the finish line 
(Lateo, 2000, p. 52-53). 
Through both of these famous Australian sportswomen – Cathy Freeman and Nova 
Peris – the media present us ordinary images of Indigenous families.  Compared with 
Dingo, the sense of family constructed of Freeman and Peris’ lives see them in a more 
nuclear setting, permitting them more ordinary family profiles.  The issue of race is 
less central to understanding these family relations, giving way to the emergence of 
self-authored narratives of Indigenous family histories and experiences. 
 
Family Lifestyles 
 
The visibility of these ordinary nuclear Indigenous family lives in the media, a 
domain traditionally reserved for white heterosexual couples, has occurred alongside 
a more general demand in Australia for lifestyle television, supported by associated 
magazines and spinoff publications.  The increasing market force and diversity of 
women’s magazines over the past two decades (Turner et al., 2004, p. 117-18) has 
contributed to a greater public interest in Indigenous celebrities and their families.  
One of the upshots of this more feminised and less adversarial reporting of Indigneity, 
according to Turner et al. is that it has created greater public space to ‘speak 
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positively of Aboriginality as a politicising identity’ (136).  Such changes in media 
production and reception have entailed the commodificaiton of new forms of 
Indigenous family representation.  
Contemporary representations of Indigenous family life as ordinary in the 
Australian mediasphere strongly suggest the desirability of lifestyle to their 
continuing public presence.  In Ordinary Television (2003) Francis Bonner suggests 
that the lifestyle genre strongly signifies the ‘middle-classness’ of Australia’s ordinary 
television.  Makeover programs, for example, are accompanied by their own 
magazines which extend advice about housing, health and fashion products, providing 
an impetus for buying commodities, merchandise and assets.  In magazines and 
television promotions, Indigenous celebrities and their families have been featured as 
ordinary.  Peris’ image as a mother, for instance, is incorporated into the reality-
lifestyle program Celebrity Overhaul (2005), where she competes alongside other 
celebrities, such as Merv Hughes and Ita Butrose, to lose weight.  Her motivations for 
participating all share a domestic origin – the birth of her new baby, postnatal 
depression and a ‘thyroid condition’ cited by the program’s voice-over.  Ernie Dingo 
is the long term host of the holiday program The Great Outdoors, a program which 
occasionally includes stories with his young family.  In one episode Dingo takes his 
children (Wilara and Jurra) to North Stradbroke Island, a place where the ‘long, clean 
white beaches […] mak[e] the perfect quick escape for the entire family’.  The idea of 
class mobility is suggested in marketing and promotional material associated with 
familial celebrity profiles, evoking aspiration and achievement through given 
appearances.  Signifiers of ordinary aspiration through these Indigenous families 
include weight loss, money and recreation (or holidays). 
The aim of the lifestyle genre, according to Bonner, is to provide ‘advice 
about consumption practices ostensibly designed to improve the quality of life in the 
area addressed by the program’ (106).  Such lifestyle ‘fantasies’, regardless of their 
material attainability, ‘are structured to be inclusive wherever possible’ (ibid).  In the 
case of ‘ordinary’-viewer contestants or celebrity guests and hosts, class, racial and 
ethnic backgrounds are rendered inconsequential within the programs’ non-
threatening construction of ‘sociability’ (ibid, 105).  For Indigenous celebrities and 
their families, Aboriginality is similarly backgrounded to the aims of the lifestyle 
goal/narrative.  This does not mean, however, that Aboriginality insignificant.  On the 
contrary, it becomes valued as ordinary in the context of the genre.  In Celebrity 
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Overhaul, for instance, the contestants attend a meditation retreat, and Peris speaks 
about her Aboriginality – ‘I have a strong spiritual side because of my Aboriginality, 
so I think I learnt a lot from the meditation’.  Like details of Freeman’s extended 
family, Aboriginality is explored with the everyday make-up of a given lifestyle.  The 
‘ordinariness’ of having children may not be explored in any great detail, but with 
knowledge of Peris’ life already established elsewhere in the mediasphere, her 
Aboriginal motherhood becomes saleable through a modelled construction of 
ordinariness and domesticity.4 
The prominence of Freeman and Dingo in the mediasphere – as two well 
known Indigenous celebrities – has meant that, on occasion, they have even appeared 
together in the endorsement of lifestyle commodities.  An Aboriginalisation of the 
genre occurred on the program’s 2003 Olympic Games special, when Ernie Dingo 
and Cathy Freeman were featured for a holiday on the Greek island of Santorini.  
After a shopping outing together, Freeman speaks about her craving to travel – ‘It’s 
the gypsy in me’.  Ernie retorts, ‘Nah, that’s just the blackfella in you’.  Both laugh, 
and Cathy replies ‘Yeah, that’s blackfella’.  Extra biographical knowledge of 
Freeman’s personal life is not needed to explain who she is, and why her opinions 
about which ‘hot spots’ she enjoys in the Aegean are important.  She is an affable 
personality, and her lifestyle – including her extended family, love of shopping, and 
desire to work ‘with children and people’ – are ordinary facts presented about Cathy 
Freeman in this program.  As is her Aboriginality.  That Freeman can sell ‘a six night 
package start[ing] from $4995 per person twin share’, suggests how representative of 
a middle-class lifestyle Freeman (and Dingo) have become. 
 
Class and Aboriginality 
 
The middle-classness of these images of Indigenous celebrities and their 
families points toward a preferred model of media representation of Indigenous 
family life.  There is a sense in which other family structures, such as extended 
versions, may not be so well accommodated in the ordinariness of the Australian 
media.  Indeed, ordinary representations of extended Indigenous families are difficult 
to find anywhere in the media.  A survey of newspaper reports might suggest that 
                                                 
4 Nova Peris’ hectic family life featured in a short-running campaign for ‘Panadol’. 
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particular representations of extended families portray them as problematic – 
associated with broader social problems like drug abuse (Pearson, 2006), housing 
(Higgins, 2006), teenage misbehavior (Editor, 2006) and particularly violence (Banks, 
2006; Gartrell, 2006; McGuirk, 2006).  Generic reporting on the issue of Indigenous 
families, in news journalism, suggests a need for a counterbalance of ordinary 
representations, which would present a more complex representation of extended 
relations to white audiences.  Aside from heterosexuality in the texts identified so far, 
it seems that class operates as a defining feature of representations of family life and 
parenting in the Australian mediapshere, limiting both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
forms of relationship.  Nevertheless, within the middle-class suburban concerns of 
ordinary media and television, celebrity images of Indigenous families offer the 
possibility for middle class non-Indigenous audiences that Indigenous lives may co-
exist and share at least some the same emotional and cultural reference points. 
Alan McKee’s article ‘The Aboriginal version of Ken Done’ (1997a) 
illustrates the unusualness of middle-class images of Aboriginal lifestyles in the 
Australian mediasphere.  Rather than seeing images of suburban, material aspiration – 
such as Ernie Dingo in a celebrity version of Wheel of Fortune – as ‘inauthentic’, 
McKee suggests that the middle-classness of these images provides the possibility for 
re-thinking traditional representations of Aboriginality.  Comparing banal television 
images of Aboriginality with those of Australian film, McKee identifies two dominant 
tropes by which Aboriginality has traditionally been identified – either as fatal, or as a 
spiritual Other to white society.  Images of traditional Aboriginality – as outback, 
spiritually removed from white culture or, similarly, destroyed by contact with it – 
evoke a powerful sense of Aboriginality as Other.  Suburban, middle class Aboriginal 
identities are not seen to ‘have the currency, or the discursive visibility, of those 
geographically and culturally-Othered’ (199).  The generic fatalism of Aboriginality 
in Australian film stands in sharp contrast to banal images of aspirational lifestyles 
presented by Indigenous celebrities. 
Stephen Muecke (1992) argues that Indigenous forms of mainstream 
representation have traditionally been plagued by popular and academic charges of 
assimilation, whereby middle-class images are assessed as stereotypical or racially 
inauthentic.  Because such standards are rarely – if ever – applied to white, 
‘dominant’ representations, popular Indigenous images and narratives forever risk 
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being judged against an imaginary ‘positive’ ideal.  The presence of middle-class 
Indigenous identities is a new popular phenomenon, and cannot easily be rejected 
through the assimilationist critique.  Such criticism not only underestimates the 
agency of Indigenous creative producers in the mainstream (Mickler, 1998b), but also 
prevents identities from being seen in ways that white people may simply take from 
granted, as ordinary and banal citizens. 
This point is illustrated best by the tennis player Evonne Goolagong-Cawley 
(Goolagong & Jarratt, 1993) who complains how, in the early nineteen-nineties, her 
middle-class Aboriginal family life was unfavourably depicted in a 60 Minutes report.  
Her account illustrates that the media has not always been accommodating of her own 
middle-class Indigenous family life.  After arriving back from overseas, Goolagong-
Cawley recalls inviting the production team to film her family attending an Aboriginal 
cultural festival on the Daintree River in Cape York.  During the shoot Goolagong-
Cawley complained to the interviewer for his ‘sensational’ line of questioning – ‘Do 
you know that some Aboriginal communities have serious problems with drinking 
and violence?  Are you frightened of what you might find?’  The questions were not 
aired in the final version of the story under Goolagong-Cawley’s instructions, as she 
suggests the crew wanted a story focused on alienation, rather than reconnection.  The 
story illustrates McKee’s concerns of how middle class embodiments of Aboriginality 
are frequently seen as inauthentic, opposed to ‘traditional’, outback versions.  
Goolagong-Cawley suggests, ‘[t]here existed the presumption that I wanted to see and 
show my children a homogenised version of Aboriginal life, and that the reality would 
come as some kind of shock’.  The comments also highlight a concern of Turner et 
al.’s when they complain that, due to a lack of diversity of Indigenous voices during 
the nineteen-nineties, some celebrities frequently find themselves positioned as 
‘spokespeople’ for all Indigenous people and issues.  Unlike the ordinariness of 
lifestyle programming, the binarised style of reporting in the current affairs genre 
seems less adept at presenting middle class Aboriginality as ordinary in this instance. 
 
Living History – Celebrity Lives 
 
The reconciliatory importance of such representations of Aboriginal family 
lives, in particular those connected to the Stolen Generations, are outlined in the 
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Report of the National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Children from Their Families (Bringing Them Home Report) (1997).  The 
National Inquiry found that the systematic and forced removal of Indigenous children 
from their families is in breach of Australia’s international human rights obligations.  
In this context the representation of Indigenous family life within Australian popular 
culture takes on an extra historical dimension.  The National Inquiry recommends the 
recognition and ‘[i]nclusion in human rights training and history textbooks of an 
accurate account of the violations’ (Chapter Four, 29).  A major task identified by the 
National Inquiry, then, is to increase public awareness of the social and personal 
effects that past government actions have had on Aboriginal communities, families 
and individuals.  Intimately, these are communicated, and made public.  Accounts 
given by famous celebrities in the media, as the opening quotations of the article 
demonstrate, are important methods for making these events significant, and in the 
broader public interest.  The spaces afforded some Indigenous celebrities, once they 
are seen and accepted as family people, are invaluable for creating opportunities in 
which Indigenous lives can be seen as more ordinary, and thus treated with a similar 
degree of respect granted to white citizens. 
Such responses could be heard after the prime minister’s national apology.  
Cathy Freeman, for instance, released a media statement detailing her personal 
reaction to the speech.  Freeman foregrounds her family history, which clearly 
establishes for the audience a context for understanding the apology – ‘When I 
learned that in 1963 my parents were not allowed to visit their families for Christmas, 
it was so cruel’ (Anonymous, 2008).  The role of family in the construction of 
Indigenous celebrities like Freeman cannot be overlooked in redressing national 
injustices, particularly when narratives are conveyed and related through publicly 
well-known and respected citizens.  Evonne Goolagong-Cawley’s autobiography, for 
example, describes the personal and symbolic importance of introducing her children 
to their extended Aboriginal family history.  This well-publicised event gave her 
immense optimism about the family’s future.  She recalled reading the following 
section from a high school assignment her daughter wrote: 
Our exciting trip is something I’ll be thinking of for the rest of my life.  This 
may seem strange, but when I was there, my instinct told me this is where I 
belong. […] Learning about my people is one of the greatest feelings 
(Goolagong & Jarratt, 1993, p. 336). 
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Being able to speak about one’s life, and one’s children, in such a way is a 
powerful form of public recognition.  As middle class and affluent, Indigenous 
celebrity lives can be made most available to mainstream audiences.  Rather than 
view mainstream Indigenous family lifestyles as an oxymoronic term, it is useful to 
welcome their transformative potential, their ability to contribute new popular 
narratives through distinctly Indigenous, ongoing histories.  When these voices 
continue to proliferate, in areas traditionally not seen as Indigenous, they become all 
the more important for challenging those institutions which had in the past so 
violently denied Indigenous people the sacrilegious bonds reserved for so-called 
‘ordinary’ members of any society – relationships, families and parents. 
 
Conclusion 
 
For some considerable time in Australian history Indigenous lives have been 
classified and distinguished from white Australia, in both racial and class terms.  
Racial distinctions were compounded by the view that Indigenous lifestyle, tribal and 
family lives, belonged to a sub-class outside of white society.  Denial of access to 
basic services and commodities, social and economic power within white society, can 
be traced to a basic denial of Aboriginal family identities.  Stolen Generations’ stories 
provide compelling details of how family lives were denied distinctively Aboriginal 
characteristics.  In the mediapshere, desirable representations of family life hinge on 
implicit notions of trust.  The most intimate relations of trust are seen to exist between 
babies and parents, and public images of those relationships convey to us identities 
the community is expected to trust, respect and love.  In Australian society Aboriginal 
parents were often not trusted – treated as denizens, parents themselves were 
considered children, wards of the state under a white paternalistic society.   
Their ability to encapsulate personal life, and communicate it most intimately 
to a diverse and segmented media audience, gives celebrities a peculiar power in 
contemporary everyday life.  As ordinary citizens, featured in lifestyle promotions 
and programs, selling weight loss diets and formulas, holidays and designer clothing, 
Indigenous celebrities have emerged recently in the media as more than simply 
ambassadors, spokespeople for their Indigeneity.  In these contexts their lives are no 
less spectacular, significant or valuable than non-Indigenous ones.  Their mundane 
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appeal makes them ever more important for communicating previously unseen, 
unacknowledged family histories to non-Indigenous Australians.  The narratives of 
Aboriginal family life and parenthood that Evonne Goolagong-Cawley, Cathy 
Freeman and Nova Peris share optimism about generating Aboriginal futures through 
their families and children.  These representations may not always speak directly 
about national histories of race-relations, but their ordinariness becomes part of a 
contemporary change in embodiments of family and, by extension, community.  That 
families and communities may proudly include Aboriginal friends, partners, parents 
and children, is a possibility these lives indeed suggest.  The scarcity of such images 
likewise provokes a particular need to see more ordinary, Aboriginal just relations in 
the media. 
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